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Abstract 
Sine qua non to quality learning, teaching presence is viewed as a promising mechanism for orchestrating learning experience 
accommodating the needs of part-time students. Inspired by this view, this study explored teaching presence of an English 
teacher in an online learning environment populated by undergraduates pursuing their education on part-time basis via 
distance education. A validated end-of-course online survey to assess teaching presence in the online course complemented 
with teacher reflections on the areas of instructional design and organisation, discourse facilitation and direct instruction were 
employed. Based on this study, this paper presents ways adopted to establish high teaching presence, challenges faced in 
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1. Introduction 
Studies involving undergraduates pursuing tertiary education on a part-time basis revealed discouraging results 
is the most crucial period for student retention, Berge and Huang provided quantitative data on dropout rates 
based on 344 colleges and universities to substantiate this assertion.  
Relative to their full time peers, part-time students are found to be at a disadvantage, with the main reason 
being having competing demands on their time. Facing problems caused by combining study with other 
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commitments, which are usually jobs and family, part-time students require the skill to prioritise. Managing own 
learning while sustaining motivation to keep on going is indeed difficult to do when faced with so much 
obstacles. Presenting several reasons for non-completion, Gatrell [2] articulates that students studying on a part-
 (p. 129).  
Although students are largely responsible towards own success in education, teachers have a principal role in 
shaping students learning experience and ultimately their persistence in learning [3]. Miller, et al. [4] revealed 
that poor student-teacher interaction in a course can lead to a decreased sense of belonging. Researchers looking 
into online learning and distance education have pointed out feeling disengaged from teacher as one of the causes 
of attrition from a course [5; 6; 7; 8]. 
Teaching part-time students embodies a completely different adventure in comparison to teaching full-time 
students. Nevertheless, the pervasive nature of the online learning environment presents teachers with unique 
instructional atmosphere where course design, content and activities can be analysed in situ and customised to 
suit the needs of the students [9]. Haythornthwaite [10, p.195] suggests teachers to take advantage of this unique 
-
tea  
One of the critical elements of the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework [11], teaching presence 
design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally 
meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes [12, p.5]. According to Baker and Taylor [13], 
s. In other words, the 
students know the teachers are attending to and participating in the class. 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Community of Inquiry (CoI) Framework 
[11, p.88] 
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Although the CoI model also includes social presence and cognitive presence (Figure 1), proponents of the 
elements of a community of inquiry together in a balanced and functional relationship congruent with the 
intended outcomes and the needs an
teaching presence has an overarching instructional function in promoting cognitive presence and social presence.  
Teaching presence is integral given that the actions taken by teachers can provide learning environment that 
bridge the transactional distance between learner and teacher [16, 17] which ultimately lead to successful 
ns that 
Garrison et al. [11] articulated in three categories: (1) design and organisation, (2) facilitating discourse, and (3) 
direct instruction. 
The macro-level structure of learning experience, the design and organisation category, the one most likely to 
be performed exclusively by the teacher, includes the planning and design of the structure, process, interaction 
and evaluation aspect of the online course [12]. These include setting the curriculum, preparing course materials, 
designing methods, establishing schedules and activities, and providing guidelines on the course itself. In other 
word, it involves the course teacher acting as instructional designer of the educational experience.  
Given that the second category i.e. facilitating discourse is crit
motivation, and engagement, it requires teacher to act as a facilitator of discourse and co-creator of a social 
 
community [19, p.1236] by identifying areas of agreement and disagreement, helping community reach consensus 
drawing in participants, prompting discussion and assessing the efficacy of the process [12]. 
Excellent discourse facilitation is integral in maximising the potential of an online course to achieve success 
derstanding are less likely to occur 
in the absence of teaching presence [16, 21, 22]. Accentuating the same issue, Parker [23, p.16] reminds teachers 
that The sentiment of many faculties is to teach the same course offered on campus with the addition of a few 
more handouts. To those experienced in the art of distance delivery, it is evident that the addition of a few more 
handouts is not the solution for interactive course design... The challenge lies in the refocusing of the instruction 
to embody a component of interaction.
 
Associated with more specific content issues, the third category involves aspects such as presenting content or 
questions, focusing the discussion on specific issues, summarising the discussion, confirming understanding 
through assessment and explanatory feedback, diagnosing misconceptions, injecting knowledge from diverse 
sources, and responding to technical concerns [12]. These responsibilities call not only for teacher to act as 
subject matter expert to help scaffold learner knowledge and raise it to the next level, but also as interaction 
facilitator capable of facilitating learning. Arbaugh and Hwang [16] assert that for learning to be effective, both 
roles must be played by teacher. 
2. Methodology 
de 
an understanding of the opportunities and limitations of facilitating teaching and learning at a distance with a 
powerful and promising means instrumental to affording quality tertiary education to part-time students.   
Applying a mixed methodology approach to provide depth and breadth to the study not possible using either 
quantitative or qualitative data exclusively [26] this study seek to answer the following research questions: 
I. Can high teaching presence be established by teacher met by undergraduates solely online? 
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II. What are the strategies teachers need to employ to establish high teaching presence in an online course? 
III. What does teaching presence comprise in an online course for part-time undergraduates? 
2.1. Participants 
The participants of the study were undergraduates aged between 26 to 45 years old with diverse professional 
background pursuing undergraduate degree programme on part-time basis through School of Professional and 
Continuing Education (SPACE), Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM). The students were enrolled in a 
compulsory English course, English for Academic Purposes and were taught in a face-to-face instruction by a 
lecturer different from the online teacher. The online teacher and the students met in the online learning 
environment.  
2.2. Online Instructional Setting 
Working hand-in-hand with the lecturer providing face-to-face instruction, the online teacher acted as 
instructional designer in creating the online educational experience complementing learning in physical 
environment. Given the importance of learning through interaction, the teacher also adopted the role of facilitator 
engaging students in learning via discourse. Similar to the lecturer as subject matter expert, the teacher also 
provided direct instruction pertinent to construction of knowledge. 
The learning activities in the online course revolved around writing skills with emphasis on the construction of 
a paragraph. Online multiple choice quizzes on topic sentences and paragraph building were made online 
progressively. Quizzes were made available from a certain date range and, the week after each due date, online 
forums were created to discuss the quizzes.  
In addition to the quizzes, there were also two graded writing tasks i.e. paragraph writing and essay writing. 
available in moodle. Meanwhile the paragraphs were posted in a forum with open access concept allowing 
members of the learning community to view and comment on all submitted paragraph for writing improvement.  
The principal use of forums in the online course was evident. They were exploited for a number of purposes: 
(1) as a platform for discussion on writing-related matters; (2) as a tool for paragraph writing submission; (3) as 
students to ask technical-related matters.  
2.3. Instruments 
Made available on the online platform at the end of the semester, the end-of-course Survey was created using 
the Teaching Presence Scale developed by Shea, et al. [17]. This survey was carried out to determine 
perception of the teaching presence established by the online teacher in the course. Calculated and rounded up to 
the nearest number, frequencies of responses in percentage form (%) from sixteen students (n=16) are presented 
in Table 1, 2, and 3. In addition to this quantitative method, teacher reflections were also employed to gauge 
qualitative data pertaining to the experience of the online teacher in her attempt to enhance teaching presence in 
the online learning environment.  
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3. Findings and Discussion 
3.1. Teaching Presence: Instructional Design and Organisation 
Given the importance of having good course design and organisation, planning and preparation of the online 
course was given an abundance of consideration and deliberation. The design of the course was heavily 
influenced by the main platform called elearning@UTMSPACE, accessible at http://elearnspace.utm.my. This 
open-source software, moodle, allowed three choices for design: Weekly Setting, Topic Setting, and Social 
Setting. The designed selected for this course was the Topic Setting design. As the emphasis of the online course 
 Figure 2 illustrates the layout of the online course.  
To make the course more pleasing aesthetically and to add to the motivation to write, the teacher also prepared 
 lieve, shine 
Since the students and teacher would only meet 
online, the teacher also uploaded her own photo to increase her presence.  The teacher believed personalised 
images can be used in humani  
I spent five hours using Adobe Photoshop to create images that I hope would motivate the 
own, perhaps 
about the course, the teacher is enthusiastic 
willing to t  
 
As the students were part-time students, the teacher also provided her email and cell phone number to increase 
accessibility and to add approachability. This was pertinent to the successful beginning of the course as most of 
the students were not familiar with the platform; they faced technical difficulties in logging in, accessing the 
attending technical-related problems instead of learning-related matters. It is felt that an email could have been 
sent prior to the commencement of the class to orient and explain how the platform works. 
 
I wish I had overseen that they would not be able to log in with ease, that they would not know 
platform for a few years, and I am accustomed to it that I forgot not all learning institutions in 
Malaysia adopt moodle as CMS. Next time I will email to them step-by-step instruction before 
the course starts. These few days were answering-phone-calls-and-emails days. I managed to 
copy and paste my email response, so it cut short the time I spent on that. But I cannot record 
daytime. I sympathise with them. It must be frustrating. I am frustrated too. It is also depressing 
to check site login record and see just one or two access per day.  
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In addition to the Announcement section, the course was divided into two main sections (see Figure 2): (1) the 
resources containing modules (in pdf) prepared by the online teacher and the lecturer teaching the course and also 
resources from the world wide web; (2) online activities including multiple choice quizzes and writing tasks.  
 
 
 
Fig. 2. Screen Shot of Just Write 
 
 
The resources were carefully selected to achieve the learning outcomes, while the online activities were used 
to determine accomplishment of learning goals. Other activities to facilitate learning such as online discussions 
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on writing skills were also included. The resources and activities were laid out on the course main page prior to 
student enrolment so that students know what the course entails and what they are expected to do. 
Weekly 
announcement on a weekly basis. However, the teacher 
shows that some of the students did not log in regularly causing them to miss 
email would be a better choice for future course.   
Showing generally positive responses from the students, the table indicates that the online teacher has 
successfully adopted strategies that asserted teaching presence through clear communication of course goals, 
content, learning activities and expectations in the online course.  
 
Table 1 Instructional Design and Organization 
 
 Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
 clearly communicated important course goals  31% 69% 0% 0% 0% 
 clearly communicated important course topics 31% 69% 0% 0% 0% 
 provided clear instructions on how to participate 
in course learning activities  
25% 75% 0% 0% 0% 
 clearly communicated important due dates/time 
frames for learning activities that helped me keep 
pace with this course  
56% 44% 0% 0% 0% 
 helped me take advantage of the online 
environment to assist my learning  
19% 69% 13% 0% 0% 
 helped students to understand and practice the 
kinds of behaviors acceptable in online learning 
environments  
6% 75% 19% 0% 0% 
 
However, it is pertinent to point out that two survey statements gauged neutral responses from the students. 
Thirteen percent of the students neither agree nor disagree wi helped me 
 helped 
students to understand and practice the kinds of behaviors acceptable in online learning environments
steps have been taken to help them utilise the medium effectively. Clear explanation on how to participate in the 
activities and how the activities lead to learning, for instance, could be included so that they could take full 
advantage of the course. In addition, specific guideline on how the students should behave in the online course 
was not made available. Thus, some students might not know what is acceptable or required in the discussions.  
3.2. Teaching Presence: Facilitating Discourse 
To ensure smooth facilitation of discourse during the later stages of discussions, the teacher felt it was 
necessary to include an ice breaking activity where the students introduce themselves in the forum. To model 
what students were expected to do, the teacher 
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requirement and the activities were not deliberately geared towards collaborative writing.  
 
I saw a couple of postings initiated by students. But none of their classmates answered their 
posts. The forum where everyone posted their paragraph evoked no response too. No matter 
no use. I had hoped that these forums would encourage as much participation as it was with the 
ice- eryone introducing themselves, albeit 
gauging no response from peers. It seems that they only respond to my posts. Perhaps I need to 
room for graded collaborative activities.  
 
It is worth noting that the teacher also used inclusive pronoun in her posting and announcements. Examples of 
addition to this, self-disclosure was also used in gauging responses from the students. When responses were 
posted by students, positive feedback was given by the teacher publicly in discussion forums and privately via 
instant messages.  
Forum where the students can ask questions and discuss writing skills with peers and teacher were also created 
in the online course.  Unfortunately, only two students posted issues related to writing skills with no response 
from peers. The teacher deliberately raised the issue on getting full mark in their assessment. However, the post 
generated technical-related responses as shown in the reflection that follows. 
matter much b
given for forum participation, and since they still have their face-to-face class, there is simply no 
reason for participation. So far, I have received many emails, a few about the writing tasks and 
most about technical-related matters . I think these are the email accounts used for their 
professional duties. Using a readily available tool is definitely more appealing than accessing a 
different platform where you have to wait for the CMS to load, log in, wait for the course site to 
load, click on forum or message, wait for the function to load, then only you can write what you 
want to ask.  
 
Forum created for paragraph writing gauged samples of paragraph from the students where the 
-time 
undergraduates with full-time professional demands. The teacher wrote in her reflection on students introduction 
that they  
any wrote sentences along the line 
 
 
Providing a different perspective through the end-of-course survey, Table 2 shows that the students perceived 
the teach
simply means there are aspects of teaching presence that the teacher could improve on. Those aspects include 
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and prompting discussion and assessing the efficacy of the discourse.  
 
Table 2 Facilitating Discourse 
 
 Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
 helpful in identifying areas of agreement and 
disagreement on course topics that assisted me to 
learn 
50% 50% 0% 0% 0% 
 helpful in guiding the class towards understanding 
course topics in a way that assisted me to learn 
38% 50% 13% 0% 0% 
 acknowledged student participation in the course 44% 50% 6% 0% 0% 
 encouraged students to explore new concepts in 
this course 
50% 50% 0% 0% 0% 
 helped to keep students engaged and participating 
in productive dialog 
31% 50% 19% 0% 0% 
 helped keep the participants on task in a way that 
assisted me to learn 13% 75% 13% 0% 0% 
 
3.3. Teaching Presence: Direct Instruction 
As the teacher of the course, albeit only in the online environment, this stage called for subject-matter and 
provided through scaffolding of knowledge. However, the amount of direct instruction was minimal as the 
students also received face-to-face instructions from their lecturer in the traditional classroom setting.  
Communication of content knowledge was done via three tools i.e. forum, instant message, emails and cell 
phone. As pointed out earlier, the students preferred direct communication with the teacher and somewhat 
ignored learner-learner interaction, due to time constraints. Faster and more personalised modes of 
communication, the use of instant message, emails and cell phone were apparent in the course too. These allowed 
a quicker exchange of question from students and explanation from teacher. In the case of frequent use of cell 
teacher reflected 
I repli
how and how much should they write. Considering that they did not resort to posting in the 
forum where they can ask specifically these kinds of questions lead me to believe that they want 
quick and personalised answer. Some of them used instant messages in the CMS to contact me 
 
 
As with the first two tables on teaching presence components, Table 3 on students
instruction also demonstrates encouraging results with most of the students agreeing with the statements with 
 
All the students view that the teacher has presented content or questions that helped them to learn. This is not 
surprising as all the modules were specifically tailored for teaching writing skills; the materials were prepared by 
the online teacher and the lecturer involved in the face-to-face instruction. The report culled from the online 
course database also shows that all the students participated in the all the quizzes within the duration of time 
given. As mentioned earlier, the discussion between students and teacher were also focused on paragraph writing 
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skills and the technical issues on assignment submissions. In addition, other communication tools were also used 
in the exchange of content knowledge.  
 in focusing the discussion on relevant issues, confirming understanding, 
diagnosing misconceptions and injecting knowledge from multiple and diverse sources.  
 
Table 3 Direct Instruction 
 
 Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
 presented content or questions that helped me to 
l
38% 63% 0% 0% 0% 
 helped to focus discussion on relevant issues in a 
way that assisted me to learn 
38% 50% 12% 0% 0% 
 provided explanatory feedback that assisted me to 
learn (for example, responded helpfully to 
discussion comments or course assignments) 
31% 50% 19% 0% 0% 
 helped me to revise my thinking (for example, 
correct misunderstandings) in a way that helped 
me to learn 
38% 50% 12% 0% 0% 
 provided useful information from a variety of 
sources that assisted me to learn  
13% 75% 12% 0% 0% 
4. Conclusion and Recommendations 
On the whole, the findings from the small-
successfully established high teaching presence in the online class although opportunities for face-to-face 
instruction was not available. This suggests that careful planning of a course, and effective discourse facilitation 
and direct felt in 
components of teaching presence.  
 
 
Fig. 3. Teaching Presence in Online Course for Part Time Undergraduates 
 
In the case where online students fac
ustration, increase opportunities for 
knowledge construction and improve their affective states in learning is the employment of various 
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communication tools that enable teacher-student interaction; it is through interaction that teacher can increase 
immediacy behaviour, provide feedback that is personalised and timely, and provide subject-matter expertise. 
investment in terms of time in designing the physical layout of the course. Viewing that personal presence has a 
represent herself and to evoke positive impression on the online course.  
In addition to that, ability to relate to the students is also necessary. In the case of this study, the students faced 
-
communication between students and teacher. With so much time spent on solving technical-related matters, 
virtual experience could be frustrating and learning opportunities compromised. Hence, online teachers must be 
able to empathise with students and, in a timely manner, help them by providing solution or directing them to 
university staff capable of assisting them.  
It is also evident that when opportunities for learning are reduced due to time constraint, students sacrifice 
community interaction and rely on teacher-student interactions. Collaborative activities without the award of 
marks will not be getting the desired participation while teachers become the main source of knowledge. Such 
sole and traditional reliance on teachers as subject-matter expert responsible in facilitating learning, constructing 
knowledge, and validating progress clearly proves the importance of having quality teachers in a learning 
experience.  
In terms of learning activities, students who lack free time to immerse themselves in knowledge-building 
activities that are time-dependent would need quick but relevant activities that allow them to enhance language 
skills and evaluate proficiency. Empathising with learners bogged down with non-academic responsibilities that 
are as equally important as their academic roles, provision of learning activities such as quizzes and short 
individual tasks should be increased and made available to help students learn and assess their own progress on 
their own and at their own pace.  
Considering the impact teacher-student bonding has in achieving the desired educational outcomes, providing 
opportunities for students to get to know the online teacher is essential. The strategies that signal expressiveness, 
approachability and accessibility of the teacher include using relevant pictures or visuals, having an ice-breaking 
activity at the beginning of the online course, and providing many communication platforms that allow teacher-
student communication. 
It is pertinent to point out that this small-scale survey is limited in that ri
presence was not culled from the participants. The number of participants involved (n=16) is also relatively small 
to allow generalisation of findings. Thus, a qualitative study and a bigger scale study are sought after as deeper 
understanding of teaching presence could be acquired. Aspects relevant to teaching presence but not addressed by 
this study such as the use of certain design (Topic, Weekly, Social) or inclusion of a particular type of learning 
objects could also be looked into.  
All in all, through review of relevant literature and sharing of personal experience, this paper has illustrated 
learning experience. It is undeniable that teaching in a virtual environment is time consuming and often 
frustrating as it requires considerable effort to fulfil the complex responsibilities of a teacher. Nonetheless, 
teaching presence is a promising mechanism in creating effective learning communities that are capable of 
-going effort to perfect course design and knowledge building activities, in addition to enhancing 
presence but also ultimately lead to quality online experience for the learning community.  
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